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COVID-19 highlights help provided by family 
to those in long-term care 


Formation of provincial group needed to strengthen role of family members who 
help loved ones living in long-term care. 
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Dawne Koke, left, family coordinator, and Joan Peacock, chairwoman of the Family Advisory Council, at the Three Links Care 
Centre in Vancouver on May 14. PHOTO BY FRANCIS GEORGIAN /PNG 


If there’s an indirect benefit of COVID-19 in long-term care, it’s been in highlighting the importance of 
family members in providing care to loved ones. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 
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In fact, describing what family members do only as visiting doesn’t fully capture what that can involve. 
Sometimes, it’s a simple human connection with a parent or spouse. For other family members, it can 
also mean practical help with day-to-day tasks such as eating and personal grooming. 


David Hurford, chief executive officer at the Three Links Care Society, thinks that what family members 
do could be recognized as part of the care team. 


“Tf a care aid was doing it, we’d measure it,” he said over the phone. “Take the family out of the equation 
and you notice the workload increase on the care aid.” 


About 90 residents live in the Three Links care centre in the Renfrew-Collingwood neighbourhood of 


Vancouver. 
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Hurford thinks more needs to be done to recognize the importance of family members in improving the 
quality-of-life for residents. He said there has been at times a lack of imagination in long-term care. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 


“I think this should open our eyes to the idea that we’re underutilizing this incredible resource of family 
care providers in the long-term care sector and finding a way to maybe make them formally part of the 
care team — if they want to,” he said. 


Seniors advocate Isobel Mackenzie said that while the pandemic has shown the importance of family 
members in providing care, the system hasn’t been able to recognize the degree to which some family 
members function as care partners. 


“We saw that when we shut out the visitors and heard the outcry and how distressed they were and saw 
the evidence out of the care homes in the increased use of antipsychotics to control behaviour,” she said. 
“That person was clearly really important to their quality of life on a day-to-day basis. It’s not everybody. 
It’s that group of residents and family members who are very involved with each other who were torn 
apart by the pandemic.” 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 
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Mackenzie said one way to recognize the importance of family caregivers is to strengthen family and 
resident councils by giving them a collective voice similar to what unions, professional associations and 


care homes already have. 


In a report about the effects of visiting restrictions in long-term care released in November 2020, 
Mackenzie recommended that the Ministry of Health work with the Office of the Seniors Advocate to 
create a provincial organization for family caregivers. 


“There’s no ability for these family councils to raise their concerns or issues with the health authority or 
to the provincial level,” Mackenzie said. “The next step we need to take is to have a provincial voice that 
reflects the resident and family councils in each care home.” 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 


At Three Links, Joan Peacock is chairwoman of the six-member Family Advisory Council. Unlike other 
family members on the council who help a parent or wife or husband living in Three Links, Peacock 
provides help for her daughter. She estimated she visited her daughter Cindy about three times a week 
before the pandemic. 


“I would just take her out and push her in her wheelchair around the block and take her to medical 
appointments,” she said 


Once COVID-19 started, she was able to keep in touch with her daughter regularly by phone. More 
recently, she’s been declared an essential visitor so she’s been able to see her daughter again on a regular 
basis. 
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“T have been told by several people how much happier they are now that they’re able to see family 
members in-person and go outside,” Peacock said. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 


Family councils said to improve well-being of care residents 


“Resident and family councils,” a B.C. ombudsperson report said in 2009, “are important mechanisms 
for ensuring the well-being of residents in residential care facilities.” 


Family councils, the report said, help residents overcome isolation and give them greater influence over 
the conditions where they live — an institution that is also their home. 


The report recommended that there should be a liaison person at each facility as well as in each health 
authority to help with and respond to the councils. As well, the province should create a position to help 
develop the councils and report on their activities annually. 

”The formation of regional family council organizations could serve as a needed early warning system ... 
by allowing family councils to identify common, and perhaps systemic, problems before they become 


crises,” Ombudsperson Kim S. Carter said_in the report. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 
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In the last update in June 2015, the ombudsperson reported guidelines had been sent to long-term care 








operators but nothing further had been done in implementing the recommendations. (An estimated 250 
of 300 care homes now have some form of family council.) 


“No progress; no further action,” the update said. 


COVID-19 visitor restrictions were developed and implemented “revealed a lack of voice for residents 
and family members in the decision-making process ... ” 


She called on the Ministry of Health to work with the Office of the Seniors Advocate to create a 
provincewide association representing the interests of care residents and family members. 


“The association would bring to the table the voice of residents and their family members in equal 
measure with those who own and operate care homes and the staff who work there,” the survey said. 
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